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NOTES 81 

V, 172: "The Island of Rasay has a good many horses, which are used 

for ploughing and other works of husbandry. I believe the people never ride." 

It has long been noted that in Homer the warriors never ride, and the references 

to riding found in similes show that it was regarded as a matter of rare skill, a 

circus feat. There are many reasons for this, the weight of their armor and 

spear, the lack of a stirrup, but more than all the mountainous nature of their 

own country. The armor and stirrup might be changed, but the mountains in 

Greece and in Rasay had the same effect. Cavalry for centuries played a small 

part in Greek military affairs, as is shown by the poetry of Homer and by the 

words of Xenophon Anabasis iii. 2. 19: "Are we not then in a much safer 

position than the knights ? They hang from their horses fearing not only us but 

the danger of falling from their horses, as well." 

John A. Scott 

A SUGGESTION ON THE MEANING OF INSCIENTIA 

The following lines are intended as a little contribution toward inter- 
preting the word inscientia which occurs in Cicero's De natura deorum i. 1. 
The whole paragraph in which the word is found reads as follows: 

Cum multae res in philosophia nequaquam satis adhuc explicatae sint, turn 
perdifficilis, Brute, quod tu minime ignoras, et perobscura quaestio est de_ natura 
deorum, quae ad cognitionem animi pulcherrima est et ad moderandam religionem 
necessaria. De qua tam variae sunt doctissimorum hominum tamque discrepantes 
sententiae, ut magno argumento esse debeat causam et principium phiiosophiae 
esse inscientiam, prudenterque Academicos a rebus incertis adsensionem cohibuisse. 
Quid est enim temeritate turpius aut quid tam temerarium tamque indignum sapientis 
gravitate atque constantia quam aut falsum sentire aut, quod non satis exploratum 
sit et cognitum, sine ulla dubitatione defendere ? 

The text here reproduced is not beyond all criticism; but supposing that 
it has been correctly handed down and that each word is given its traditional 
meaning, Cicero seems to say that the discrepancies in the views of the 
greatest philosophers regarding the nature of God must serve as a weighty 
proof for the general proposition that "philosophy has its foundation and 
starting-point in ignorance." But, as Austin Stickney points out, while men 
set out from ignorance to philosophize on any given subject whatever, it is 
rather the desire to escape from such ignorance that induces them to think; 
moreover, their reaching contradictory conclusions does not prove that they 
started from such ignorance, any more than their reaching identical conclu- 
sions would prove that they started from knowledge. Cicero might have 
urged that the difference of opinions on the subject in question would go far 
to show that the result, and not the beginning, of all philosophy was ignorance, 
and hence that the attitude of the Academics was a wise one. One may add 
to this that ignorance or want of knowledge cannot be the foundation of phi- 
losophy, any more than a hole can be the foundation of a building. 

I would suggest, therefore, that inscientia be taken in the sense of "lack 
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of certainty" instead of "lack of knowledge" — a sense that seems to do full 
justice to the context in which the word is found. 

The words causam et principium philosophiae esse inscientiam are meant 
as the statement of a principle, and not of a fact. A. Goethe, in the Teubner 
commentary of this treatise, seems quite right in urging that, if Cicero merely 
wanted to state a fact, he would not have said: ut magno argumento esse debeat, 
but simply: ut satis appareat, or some other simple phrase; at any rate the 
magnum argumentum does not seem to be called for. But Goethe fails to take 
the further step of abandoning the traditional meaning of inscientia, thus 
paving the way for a more rational interpretation of this crux interpretum. 

Having, then, laid it down as a principle that causa et principium philoso- 
phiae est inscientia, Cicero proceeds to instance the followers of the new Acad- 
emy as having acted wisely {prudenterque) in withholding their assent and 
refusing to commit themselves to any definite opinion on the subject of dispute. 
Cicero's allusion, therefore, in this context, to the well-known practice of the 
Academics shows how, in his mind, the preceding general statement is to be 
taken, namely as a presentation of the teaching of the Academy. But then 
inscientia is not want of all knowledge, or ignorance, but merely want of certain 
knowledge. It was a distinctive tenet of the Academy that no man possessed 
certain knowledge on any subject, but must be content with a greater or less 
degree of probability. 

This much is certain: if scire and scientia may denote certainty, it is not 
on any aprioristic ground impossible that in-scientia should denote lack of 
certainty. 

As for the context: If you want to philosophize, Cicero tells us, the first 
thing {principium) for you to do is to rid yourself of all certainty, and to be 
satisfied with mere probability. This general disclaiming of certainty in 
matters philosophical must be the foundation {causa), he says, upon which 
alone you can hope to rear anything like a system of philosophy. The lack 
of certain knowledge was compatible, in the minds of the Academics, with a 
greater or less degree of probability — something solid enough, in the judgment 
of Cicero, for the erection of a philosophical structure. The trouble with 
philosophers, he says, is that they are apt to put down their subjective opinions 
as so many certain beliefs {stabilem certamque sententiam, as opposed to erran- 
tem et vagam, De nat. deor. ii. 2). If they were content with probabilities, 
there would be no such vast discrepancies in their views, for the reason that 
they would be more willing to accept the. views of those who may happen to 
differ from them. 

Perhaps a translation of the entire paragraph will help to make the sug- 
gested meaning clear: 1 

1 An esteemed friend has called my attention to Cic. Acad, i.41 where inscientia 
is undoubtedly used in the sense of lack of certainty. This makes my contention in 
the text all the more plausible. 
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There is many a problem in philosophy, dear Brutus, that has not as yet found 
its solution. But, as you are doubtless aware, the problem of the divine nature 
presents special difficulties. Not only is it a fine question to speculate upon, but it 
is one, too, that has a direct bearing upon man's religious life. The opinions of the 
foremost thinkers are divided on this point and even contradictory, so much so that 
we have here a weighty proof to show that "lack of certainty [i.e., the acceptance of 
merely probable knowledge] must be the keystone of any system of philosophy" 
and that therefore, in the absence of certainty, the Academics were fully justified 
in withholding their assent. In fact, is not recklessness a most reprehensible fault? 
And is it not reckless and unbecoming in a grave and consistent philosopher either 
to be in error or to defend without the least hesitation an opinion the grounds for 
which have not been established beyond all doubt ? 

James A. Kxeist, S.J. 

Sacred Heart College 
Prairie Du Chten, Wis. 



